


























		Daniel	Wang,	Ph.D.	The	University	of	Texas	at	Austin,	2018		Supervisor:	Jonathan	Kaplan		This	dissertation	argues	that	circumcision	functions	as	a	kinship	ritual	in	the	non-Priestly,	 narrative	 texts	 of	 the	 Hebrew	 Bible.	 Secondarily,	 by	 showing	 the	continuity	between	non-Priestly	and	Priestly	conceptualizations	of	circumcision,	this	study	challenges	 the	prevailing	 categorization	of	 circumcision	as	a	 ritual	 that	only	acquired	significance	during	the	exilic	and	postexilic	periods.	Chapter	1	reviews	the	history	of	modern	biblical	scholarship	on	circumcision	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	and	explains	the	basis	of	the	scholarly	separation	between	non-Priestly	and	Priestly	views	of	circumcision.	Additionally,	this	chapter	also	discusses	and	evaluates	various	views	of	the	function	of	circumcision	in	the	Hebrew	Bible.	Chapter	2	presents	the	critical	theoretical	basis	for	the	primary	claim	of	this	dissertation:	 that	 circumcision	 functions	 as	 a	 kinship	 ritual	 in	 ancient	 Israel.	 The	chapter	introduces	Nancy	Jay’s	theory	of	the	gendered	nature	of	blood	sacrifice	and	shows	how	it	can	be	productively	applied	to	the	study	of	circumcision	in	the	Hebrew	Bible.	The	chapter	argues	for	the	kinship-oriented	nature	of	both	circumcision	and	blood	 sacrifice,	 taking	 into	 account	 not	 only	 biblical	 evidence	 but	 relevant	anthropological	data	as	well.	
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                                                        1	Although	this	dissertation	is	focused	on	the	functions	of	circumcision	in	preexilic	Israel,	it	should	be	noted	that	there	is	a	robust	scholarly	debate	about	the	origins	of	circumcision	in	ancient	Israel	(and	its	West	Semitic	predecessors).	Unfortunately,	like	many	studies	about	origins,	direct	textual	evidence	is	lacking,	and	conclusions	are	often	based	on	sporadic	archaeological	data	or	scholarly	imagination.	The	main	question	is	whether	circumcision	was	originally	an	Egyptian	or	West	Semitic	practice.	The	direction	of	transmission	between	Egyptian	and	West	Semitic	cultures,	or	whether	there	was	even	direct	transmission	at	all,	cannot	be	conclusively	established	based	on	current	evidence.	The	Egyptian	evidence	for	circumcision	is	indisputably	ancient	but	eludes	definitive	interpretation.	For	more	information	about	the	evidence	for	Egyptian	circumcision,	see	Rosalind	M.	Janssen	and	Jac	J.	Janssen,	Growing	up	in	Ancient	Egypt	(London:	Rubicon,	1990);	Frans	Jonckheere	“La	Circonsion	[sic]	des	anciens	Egyptiens,”	Centaurus	1	(1951):	212–34;	J.	Thompson	Rowling,	“The	Rise	and	Decline	of	Surgery	in	Dynastic	Egypt,”	Antiquity	63	(1989):	312–9.	According	to	Herodotus	(II.104),	circumcision	originated	in	Africa	(either	in	Egypt	or	among	the	Ethiopians)	and	was	disseminated	to	Israel	and	Phoenicia	through	Egyptian	influence.	For	a	defense	of	Egyptian	borrowing	of	an	
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of	circumcision	in	those	narratives,	however,	it	is	first	necessary	to	understand	the	scholarly	discussion	of	circumcision	within	biblical	studies.	In	the	discourse	that	surrounds	circumcision,	the	Babylonian	exile	in	the	late	sixth	century	BCE	was	the	defining	event	that	led	to	the	transformation	of	the	nature,	purpose,	and	practice	of	
                                                        originally	West	Semitic	practice,	see	the	short,	but	very	influential,	article	by	Jack	M.	Sasson,	“Circumcision	in	the	Ancient	Near	East,”	JBL	85	(1966):	473–6.	Sasson	notes	that	bronze	figurines	of	warriors	from	the	early	third	millennium	BCE	in	the	‘Amuq	valley	(northern	Syria)	exhibit	circumcision	of	the	Israelite/West	Semitic	variety.	Based	on	the	strong	Asiatic	influence	on	Egypt	during	that	period	and	the	Semitic	loanword	qrn.t	(‘foreskin’)	in	Egyptian,	Sasson	inverts	the	normal	direction	of	influence	and	proposes	that	the	West	Semitic	ritual	was	accepted	and	adapted	by	the	Egyptian	ruling	classes.	Nick	Wyatt	notes,	however,	that	the	difference	in	surgical	procedure	between	Egyptian	and	West	Semitic	circumcision,	which	Sasson	himself	acknowledges,	argues	against	any	direct	borrowing	(“Circumcision	and	Circumstance:	Male	Genital	Mutilation	in	Ancient	Israel	and	Ugarit,”	JSOT	33	[2009]:	405–31	[406,	n.	2]).	In	further	support	of	Wyatt,	the	existence	of	circumcision	practices	in	places	as	varied	as	Africa,	the	Americas,	Australia,	and	the	South	Pacific	Islands	suggests	that	independent	development	should	at	least	be	considered	a	plausible	explanation.	Regardless,	the	ultimate	origin	of	circumcision	in	ancient	Israel	is	inconsequential	to	this	study,	which	will	be	focused	on	the	functions	of	circumcision	in	the	non-Priestly	literature	of	the	Hebrew	Bible.	
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ancient	Israelite	circumcision.	As	a	result,	circumcision	is	typically	treated	separately	as	either	preexilic	circumcision	or	postexilic	circumcision,	with	little	continuity	between	the	two.2	Whatever	its	function	or	purpose	may	have	been	
























                                                        “natural”	reasons	for	circumcision:	two	hygienic	purposes,	a	deterrent	to	“manustupration”	(i.e.,	masturbation),	and	a	sexual	desire	suppressant	(Commentaries	on	the	Laws	of	Moses,	vol.	3	[trans.	Alexander	Smith;	London:	F.	C.	and	J.	Rivington,	and	Longman,	Hurst,	Rees,	Orme,	and	Brown,	and	A.	Brown,	1814],	58–93).	
	 8	
scholars	in	his	day.6	He	was	not	the	first	to	propose	such	a	radical	idea,7	but	no	one	before	him	had	articulated	the	temporal	priority	of	the	prophets	over	the	law	and	its	consequences	for	understanding	the	history	of	Israel	so	clearly	and	powerfully.	In	









                                                        8	Wellhausen	(Prolegomena,	405)	dates	the	publication	of	the	Priestly	code	to	the	year	444	BCE,	but	such	an	exact	dating	of	P	is	not	necessary	or	relevant	for	the	purposes	of	this	study.	Currently,	there	is	a	lively	scholarly	debate	concerning	the	date	of	P,	specifically	whether	it	was	a	product	of	preexilic	or	postexilic	Israel.	The	“Kaufmann”	school	argues	that	the	Priestly	source	is	a	preexilic	composition	that	reflects	actual	practices	during	the	monarchic	period.	See,	e.g.,	Avi	Hurvitz,	“Dating	the	Priestly	Source	in	Light	of	the	Historical	Study	of	Biblical	Hebrew:	A	Century	after	Wellhausen,”	ZAW	100	(1988):	88–100;	idem,	“The	Language	of	the	Priestly	
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                                                        14	William	Robertson	Smith,	Lectures	on	the	Religion	of	the	Semites	(Edinburgh:	A.	&	C.	Black,	1894).	
15	Ibid.,	1.	
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circumcision	as	a	ritual	that	underwent	such	a	change	from	a	pubescent	to	an	infant	rite:		 As	 manners	 become	 less	 fierce,	 and	 society	 ceases	 to	 be	 organised	mainly	for	war,	the	ferocity	of	primitive	ritual	is	naturally	softened,	and	the	 initiation	 ceremony	 gradually	 loses	 importance,	 till	 at	 last	 it	becomes	a	mere	domestic	celebration	…	When	the	rite	loses	political	significance,	 and	becomes	purely	 religious,	 it	 is	not	necessary	 that	 it	should	 be	 deferred	 to	 the	 age	 of	 full	 manhood;	 indeed,	 the	 natural	tendency	 of	 pious	 parents	will	 be	 to	 dedicate	 their	 child	 as	 early	 as	possible	to	the	god	who	is	to	be	his	protector	through	life.16		Accordingly,	Robertson	Smith	also	follows	Wellhausen	in	viewing	circumcision	as	a	rite	that	only	became	“religious”	during	the	exilic	period	when	it	underwent	this	change	from	a	puberty	rite	to	an	infant	rite.	In	Robertson	Smith’s	view,	circumcision	followed	an	evolutionary	trajectory	that	mirrored	the	development	of	society;	infant	circumcision	was	for	him	the	natural	consequence	of	a	less	primitive	society.		 This	understanding	that	circumcision	only	became	a	significant	religious	rite	during	the	exile	was	popularized	and	ensconced	as	scholarly	consensus	by	Roland	de	Vaux	in	his	influential	volume	Ancient	Israel:	Its	Life	and	Institutions.17	De	Vaux	only	devotes	a	few	pages	to	circumcision	as	part	of	his	larger	discussion	about	the	cultural	institutions	of	ancient	Israel	and	includes	scant	evidence	to	support	his	conclusions;	however,	because	his	work	became	a	standard	reference	work	for	the	













































                                                        trans.	of	Les	rites	de	passage	(Paris:	Emile	Nourry,	1909).	For	more	on	the	function	of	circumcision	in	Gen	34,	see	chapter	3.	
	 25	
of	the	recent	studies	concerning	circumcision.37	Morgenstern,	who	assumes	infant	circumcision	as	the	normal	practice,	argues	on	the	basis	of	predominantly	Arab	cultural	practices	that	circumcision	functioned	as	an	apotropaic	rite	that	removed	the	taboo	that	was	thought	to	rest	on	every	newborn	male	child	until	they	were	circumcised.	He	writes	that	the	“underlying	principle	in	the	removal	of	all	taboo	was	that	the	sacrifice	of	a	part	of	the	tabooed	person	or	object	redeemed	the	whole.”38	This	theory	was	already	anticipated	in	the	early	20th	century	by	Thomas	K.	Cheyne,	the	author	of	the	entry	on	circumcision	in	the	ninth	edition	of	the	Encyclopædia	Britannica,	of	which	Robertson	Smith	was	the	later	editor.	In	that	entry,	Cheyne	writes,	“Circumcision	was	an	economical	recognition	of	the	divine	ownership	of	human	life,	a	part	of	the	body	being	sacrificed	to	preserve	the	remainder.”39	This	view	that	the	circumcision	of	the	foreskin	was	a	sacrificial	act	of	a	part	for	the	whole	that	removed	a	taboo	that	rested	upon	the	child	was	considered	by	Morgenstern	to	be	the	fundamental	principle	of	circumcision.	




































“especially	suitable	for	the	particular	covenant	involved.”54	Isaac,	however,	never	establishes	that	circumcision	was	associated	with	treaty	and	covenant	obligations	before	its	incorporation	into	Gen	17.	As	noted	above,	he	argues	that	“the	rite	of	circumcision	is	…	a	special	case	of	general	cutting	or	dismembering	rites	by	which	covenants	or	treaties	were	established,”55	but	he	does	not	offer	any	explanation	as	to	why	this	would	be	the	case.	First,	why	is	circumcision	a	“special”	instance	of	a	covenantal	cutting	rite?	Secondly,	the	“special”	nature	of	circumcision	as	a	covenantal	cutting	rite	shows	that	circumcision	did	not	have	this	previous	function	but	only	took	on	this	function	in	the	Priestly	adaptation	in	Gen	17.	Isaac	convincingly	shows	that	cutting	rituals	were	present	in	other	West	Asian	covenant	practices,	but	he	fails	to	demonstrate	a	sound	basis	for	its	connection	to	the	Israelite	covenantal	practices,	especially	in	cases	outside	of	Gen	17.56	Isaac	argues	for	the	covenantal	view	of	circumcision	to	the	exclusion	of	other	proposed	functions	of	circumcision,	and	he	is	unwilling	to	consider	other	cultural	analogues.	One	of	Isaac’s	primary	reasons	for	disassociating	Israelite	circumcision	from	other	cultures’	views	of	circumcision	is	his	view	that	the	Bible	prohibits	bodily	mutilation:		In	general,	 the	Bible	 is	 in	 strongest	opposition	 to	any	 form	of	bodily	mutilation	or	deformation,	ritual	or	otherwise.	Tattooing,	scarification	




etc.	are	prohibited	(Lev	19:28;	21:5;	Deut	14:1)	on	the	explicit	ground	that	the	Israelites	are	the	children	of	God	(Deut	14:1).	The	prohibition	against	 scarification	 extends	 even	 to	 animals	which	 become	 ritually	inadmissible	if	marked	(Lev	22:22).57		Although,	as	Isaac	correctly	notes,	there	are	explicit	prohibitions	against	certain	forms	of	tattooing	and	scarification	in	the	Bible,	there	are	also	numerous	instances	where	some	sort	of	body	modification—like	circumcision—is	prescribed.	As	Francesca	Stavrakopoulou	writes,	“Circumcision	is	…	privileged	in	Torah	as	a	modification	practice	by	which	the	male	body	…	is	materially	marked	and	manifested	as	a	site	of	Yahweh-religion.”58	Stavrakopoulou	goes	on	to	argue	that	circumcision	should	be	“differentiated	from	other	forms	of	ritual	cutting.”59	The	important	question	is	what	forms	of	bodily	mutilation	are	allowed	and	for	what	reason.	Isaac	acknowledges	that	circumcision	likely	functioned	as	an	initiation	ritual	in	non-Israelite	cultures,	yet	he	refuses	to	see	ancient	Israelite	culture	in	the	same	light.	Whether	this	is	due	to	an	a	priori	assumption	of	Israel’s	spiritual	uniqueness	is	impossible	to	know,	but	at	the	very	least	it	is	an	example	of	what	Howard	Eilberg-Schwartz	has	referred	to	as	an	avoidance	of	the	comparative	method	in	order	to	





























































simplifies	complex	socio-political,	cultural,	economic,	and	religious	dynamics.	Brettler	cautions,	“Crises	such	as	the	exile	would	create	a	realignment	of	rituals.	Religion	is	always	going	through	such	a	process,	and	the	exile	should	not	be	seen	as	the	place	where	a	fundamentally	new	form	of	religion	developed.”84	He	makes	the	important	point	that	religion	is	not	static	and	is	always	undergoing	change	and	adaptation.	Such	a	dynamic	view	of	religion	guards	against	an	over-simplification	that	only	looks	for	watershed	crises	as	impetuses	for	change.	Brettler	continues,		The	Hebrew	Bible	offers	us	small	windows	through	which	we	can	look	into	 the	 changes	 that	 transpired	 and	 suggests	 (1)	 that	 an	 amazing	diversity	 of	 opinions,	 laws	 or	 norms	 could	 and	 did	 exist	within	 the	community	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 and	 (2)	 that	 within	 subcommunities	changes	 did	 occur	 throughout	 time,	 some	 of	 them	 connected	 to	historical	events	that	were	watersheds,	such	as	the	exile,	while	others	were	not.85		At	the	very	least,	Brettler	allows	for	the	possibility	that	even	if	some	rituals	underwent	significant	change	during	the	exile,	circumcision	may	not	have.		Sara	Japhet	makes	a	similar	claim	regarding	biblical	historiography	when	she	argues	that	even	the	nomenclature	preexilic	and	postexilic	assumes	a	priori	that	the	exile	was	a	redefining	event,	yet	the	evidence	does	not	support	such	a	weighty	claim.86	She	believes	that	the	terminology	preexilic	and	postexilic	should	be	viewed	




















                                                        1	The	move	towards	a	more	contextualized	treatment	of	ritual	in	ancient	Israel	is	admirable	and	a	proper	corrective	against	earlier	studies	that	would	compare	ritual	cross-culturally	based	on	formal	and	often	superficial	similarities	without	first	understanding	its	function	within	its	own	culture.	For	a	balanced	view	about	the	necessity	to	first	understand	a	ritual	(and	specifically	sacrifice)	in	its	cultural	context,	see	Ronald	Hendel,	“Sacrifice	as	a	Cultural	System:	The	Ritual	Symbolism	of	Exodus	24,	3–8,”	ZAW	101	(1989):	366–90,	esp.	370,	389.	The	analysis	of	any	ritual	in	its	cultural	context,	however,	is	merely	the	first	step	in	the	interpretive	process.	In	order	to	achieve	a	more	complete	picture	of	a	ritual,	it	must	also	be	situated	in	its	own	historical	development,	which	allows	its	particular	significance	and	function	at	any	given	time	to	be	more	clearly	recognized.	
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other	case	of	circumcision.2	Any	hope	for	a	comprehensive,	synchronic	view	of	circumcision	in	ancient	Israel	is	quickly	abandoned	in	favor	of	establishing	the	proper	diachronic	and	hermeneutical	boundaries	around	each	biblical	source.	The	present	consensus	emphasizes	the	multivalency	of	circumcision’s	social	function:	in	one	instance	circumcision	functions	as	a	tribal	mark,	in	another	as	a	procreative	fertility	rite,	and	yet	in	another	as	an	apotropaic	or	purifying	sacrifice.3	While	the	need	to	understand	a	ritual	first	within	its	contemporary	religious	and	cultural	system	is	a	warranted	caution,	it	can	sometimes	overshadow	the	continuity	of	ritual	meaning	over	long	periods	of	time.	Also,	only	when	a	ritual	is	placed	in	a	diachronic	






                                                        4	For	example,	in	one	the	most	well-known	studies	of	circumcision	in	a	particular	society,	Maurice	Bloch	traces	the	evolution	of	the	social	function	of	circumcision	among	the	Merina	of	Madagascar	between	approximately	1780	and	1970	CE.	This	was	a	period	of	tremendous	upheaval	in	Merina	society,	yet	the	mechanics	of	the	circumcision	ritual	remained	relatively	unchanged.	According	to	Bloch,	however,	the	meaning	of	the	ritual	underwent	a	dramatic	transformation	from	“the	mystical	transmission	of	the	moral	identity	of	descent	groups	through	time”	to	“the	legitimation	of	the	domination	of	one	group	of	Merina	over	others	and	a	celebration	of	the	conquest	of	non-Merina	by	the	Merina	rulers	and	their	army”	(review	of	Maurice	Bloch,	From	Blessing	to	Violence,	Current	Anthropology	27	[1986]:	349–60	[349]).	The	important	point	to	note	is	that	Bloch	is	able	to	trace	the	development	of	the	circumcision	ritual	within	Merina	society.	Additionally,	his	description	of	the	earlier	social	function	of	circumcision	as	the	“mystical	transmission	of	the	moral	identity	of	descent	groups	through	time”	corresponds	to	the	main	argument	of	this	dissertation	of	circumcision	as	a	kinship-generating	ritual	in	ancient	Israel.	
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as	the	proliferation	of	various	views	on	the	social	function	of	circumcision.5	In	this	chapter,	I	will	argue	that	there	is	a	social	function	of	circumcision	in	ancient	Israel	that	encompasses	all	of	the	relevant	non-Priestly	circumcision	passages	in	the	Hebrew	Bible:	circumcision	as	a	kinship-generating	ritual.6	Whatever	other	purposes	it	may	have	had	during	different	periods	in	ancient	Israel,	circumcision	always	functioned	in	some	way	as	a	kinship	ritual,	establishing	and	maintaining	both	human	and	divine	kinship	relationships.	I	will	clarify	and	expand	this	argument	by	identifying	circumcision	as	a	ritual	functionally	analogous	to	blood	sacrifice,	








































































































































                                                        58	That	is	not	to	say	that	there	is	not	a	proper	place	for	cross-cultural	comparison.	In	contrast	to	the	position	taken	by	Bernat,	which	I	discussed	in	the	last	chapter,	I	value	cross-cultural	comparisons,	and	they	will	be	used	occasionally	to	buttress	conclusions	from	the	biblical	text	as	well	as	fill	in	gaps	where	the	biblical	text	is	silent	or	incomplete.	
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highlight	a	few	texts	that	have	been	traditionally	located	outside	of	the	Priestly	corpus.	These	examples—Gen	15,	Gen	28–31,	Exod	18—shed	light	on	the	function	of	sacrifice	and	eating	as	kinship-generating	rituals.59	Genesis	15	is	significant	with	respect	to	circumcision	because	the	passage	is	often	presented	as	a	counterpoint	to	the	Priestly	Gen	17	that	centers	on	circumcision	as	a	sign	of	the	Abrahamic	covenant.	Genesis	17	is	thus	commonly	considered	the	Priestly	writer’s	version	of	an	earlier	Abrahamic	covenant	found	in	Gen	15.60	With	respect	to	circumcision,	whereas	Gen	17	presents	circumcision	as	


























Genesis	28–31	is	another	passage	that	shows	the	kinship-generating	nature	of	sacrifice.	It	is	a	story	that	centers	on	the	young	patriarch	Jacob	and	his	relationship	with	his	mother’s	brother	Laban.	As	the	story	goes,	at	his	parents’	request,	Jacob	goes	to	live	with	his	uncle	Laban	in	order	to	marry	one	of	his	daughters.	Once	there,	he	makes	an	agreement	with	Laban	that	he	will	work	with	him	for	seven	years	for	the	right	to	marry	Laban’s	daughter	Rachel.	After	seven	years,	Laban	deceives	Jacob	and	gives	him	his	elder	daughter	Leah	as	a	wife	instead.	Laban	then	agrees	to	let	Jacob	marry	Rachel	as	well	in	return	for	another	seven	years	of	service.	Jacob	continues	to	live	with	Laban,	and	Yahweh	blesses	his	work,	so	much	so	that	the	sons	of	Laban	become	jealous	of	Jacob,	accusing	him	of	stealing	from	their	father.	Jacob	determines	to	leave	Laban	and	return	to	his	homeland,	taking	his	wives	and	wealth	with	him.	On	the	way,	Laban	and	his	kinsmen	meet	Jacob,	and	they	make	a	covenant	together.	After	setting	up	a	heap	and	a	pillar	as	a	witness	to	their	covenant,	Jacob	offers	a	sacrifice	and	calls	his	kinsmen	to	eat	with	him.	The	dual	act	of	sacrifice	and	communal	meal	represents	the	renewal	of	kinship	bonds	between	Jacob	and	Laban,	despite	their	previous	antagonism.	As	Jay	writes,		Jacob	 and	 Laban’s	 resolution	 of	 their	 conflict	 about	 descent	 was	 to	rephrase	their	relationship,	by	means	of	sacrifice,	in	terms	of	patrilineal	descent.	This	is	why	the	invocation	was	to	‘the	God	of	Abraham,	the	God	of	Nahor,	the	God	of	their	father’	…		In	terms	of	this	sacrifice,	Laban	was	no	longer	Jacob’s	mother,	but	his	patrilineal	classificatory	brother:	they	had	become	agnates	sacrificing	together.71		
                                                        71	Jay,	“Sacrifice,	Descent	and	the	Patriarchs,”	VT	38	(1988):	52–70	(67).	
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After	everything	that	they	had	gone	through—the	struggle,	the	deceit,	and	the	intrigue—they	sacrifice	together	and	share	a	meal.	The	fact	that	they	share	a	meal	together	is	not	an	inconsequential	narrative	detail;	the	feasting	is	a	necessary	component	of	the	sacrifice	and	renewal	of	kinship	bonds.72		Last,	Exod	18	relates	the	story	of	Moses’	meeting	with	Jethro,	his	father-in-law	according	to	the	Elohistic	source.73	We	learn	in	Exod	18	that	Moses	had	
























It	is	an	act	that	shifts	boys	from	mothers	to	fathers	and	associates	males	with	timeless,	entombed	ancestors	and	descent	groups	rather	than	houses	or	women.	This	function	is	fairly	clear	from	the	ritual	practices	that	surround	circumcision	in	many	cultures.	Howard	Eilberg-Schwartz	notes	examples	of	circumcision	from	various	cultures	that	suggest	this	function	of	circumcision:	Wiko	men,	for	example	say	that	‘women	want	to	grab	children	[during	the	 rite	 of	 circumcision]	 but	 we	 prevent	 them.	 Men	 thus	 associate	circumcision	with	the	desire	to	deny	the	connection	between	mother	and	son	and	emphasize	that	between	father	and	son	…	In	Bwiti,	men	of	the	boy’s	patrilineage	speak	words	of	encouragement	to	him	during	the	operation.	During	circumcision	rites,	frequent	reference	is	also	made	to	patrilineal	 ancestors	 …	 The	 Wiko	 also	 claim	 that	 the	 blood	 of	circumcision	 is	 danger	 [sic]	 to	 female	 reproduction	 …	 Circumcision	blood	is	treated	as	dangerous	to	female	reproduction	because	it	is	the	vehicle	 by	which	males	 attempt	 to	 build	 their	 own	 kinship	 ties	 and	minimize	those	between	mother	and	son.82		These	examples	show	the	connection	between	circumcision	and	patrilineal	kinship	in	a	variety	of	different	cultures.	This	interplay	between	circumcision	and	kinship	participates	in	a	larger	dynamic	between	male	and	female	blood.	In	her	book	on	the	symbolic	significance	of	blood,	Meyer	focuses	on	four	domains	in	which	blood	plays	a	significant	role:	conception,	pregnancy,	and	childbirth;	initiation	rites;	menstruation;	and	sacrifice.	Her	primary	claim	is	that	there	is	tremendous	cross-cultural,	cross-temporal	patterning	of	the	juxtaposition	between	women’s	blood	and	men’s	blood,	which	she	calls	a	
                                                        82	Eilberg-Schwartz,	The	Savage	in	Judaism,	163.	
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“patterned	heterogeneity.”83	She	notes	that	“through	circumcision	or	other	initiative	bloodletting	men	gave	birth	to	men	or	patrimonies	and	simultaneously	drained	away	the	influence	of	their	mothers’	blood.	Through	blood	sacrifice	men	cemented	relations	with	the	gods	and	created	agnatic	patrilineages	by	accomplishing	‘birth	done	better’	than	women.”84	Yet,	as	I	have	attempted	to	show,	circumcision	can	be	viewed	as	both	a	rite	of	initiation	as	well	as	a	sacrifice.85			 The	view	of	circumcision	as	a	kind	of	sacrifice	is	actually	one	of	the	oldest	views	in	modern	scholarship.86	One	question	that	remains	is	this:	if	circumcision	is	a	

































                                                        98	Biale,	Blood	and	Belief,	13.	Biale’s	own	explanation	for	the	reason	of	the	Bible’s	lack	of	theological	rationale	is	that	the	purpose	of	the	priestly	discourse	of	blood	was	political	rather	than	theological.	The	priests	intended	to	create	a	priestly	monopoly	on	not	only	sacrifice	but	all	slaughter	of	animals	for	meat	while	“simultaneously	declaring	other	ritual	uses	of	blood	as	abominations.”	
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is	well-known	that	in	Babylonian	cultures	blood	did	not	seem	to	have	very	much	significance	in	ritual	practice.99	Mesopotamian	sacrifice	was	essentially	a	meal	for	the	gods,	and	in	A.	Leo	Oppenheim’s	off-cited	words,	Mesopotamian	sacrifice	lacked	the	“blood	consciousness”	of	the	West.100	Closer	to	ancient	Israel,	the	Ugaritic	ritual	texts	from	the	fourteenth	to	twelfth	c.	BCE	provide	the	largest	corpus	of	sacrificial	and	ritual	practice	of	a	West	Semitic	culture	outside	of	the	Bible.	Regarding	the	Ugaritic	evidence,	Dennis	Pardee	writes,	“The	Ugaritic	texts	prescribe	the	detailed	performance	of	a	given	rite	or	series	of	rites	at	a	specific	point	in	time	with	virtually	no	information	on	technique,	function,	or	meaning.”101	In	the	Ugaritic	ritual	texts,	we	have	examples	of	sacrifices	that	mention	neither	blood	nor	fat,	leading	Pardee	to	conclude	that	“the	blood	and	fat	may	not	have	been	entities	that	were	considered	to	be	offerings	in	their	own	right”	or	that	possibly	“the	handling	of	these	items	would	























Chapter	3:	Circumcision	as	a	Kinship	Ritual	in	Genesis	34	In	his	book	Why	Aren’t	Jewish	Women	Circumcised?,	Shaye	Cohen	presents	a	standard	scholarly	view	on	circumcision	and	its	function	in	Gen	34:		Genesis	34,	when	read	on	its	own,	seems	to	understand	circumcision	not	in	terms	of	covenant	but	in	terms	of	a	tribal	mark,	an	ethnic	habit.	Circumcision	is	one	of	the	things	that	we	do.	If	you	wish	to	join	us,	then	be	like	us	and	do	as	we	do:	circumcise	your	males.	God,	covenant,	sign	of	 the	 covenant,	 paternity,	 the	 land,	 fertility—all	 of	 these	 have	 no	bearing	on	the	text.	The	circumcision	of	the	Israelite	foreskin	is	a	sign	of	 difference	 vis-à-vis	 the	 Shechemites,	 but	 that	 difference	 is	 not	invested	here	with	any	theological	or	covenantal	meaning.1		While	it	may	indeed	be	anachronistic	to	speak	of	circumcision	in	Gen	34	as	a	covenantal	mark	in	the	same	way	that	it	appears	in	Gen	17,	Cohen	seems	to	imply	that	circumcision	has	no	significance	whatsoever	in	Gen	34	aside	from	being	a	mere	physical	“mark”	or	“ethnic	habit.”	My	study	of	the	function	of	circumcision	in	ancient	Israel	up	to	this	point	challenges	Cohen’s	minimalistic	perspective	and	argues	instead	that	circumcision	in	Gen	34	has	very	much	to	do	with	issues	like	paternity	and	land	because	it	functions	as	a	sacrifice-like	kinship-generating	ritual,	as	I	argued	in	the	previous	chapter.	Rather	than	simply	a	malicious	deceit	intended	to	render	the	Shechemites	physically	unable	to	defend	themselves,	circumcision	in	Gen	34	functions	as	a	kinship-generating	ritual	and	unites	the	Israelites	and	Shechemites	in	a	kinship	relationship,	simultaneously	allowing	for	the	possibility	of	intermarriage	




                                                        2	Cohen’s	explicit	description	of	his	methodology	is	found	in	his	qualification	from	the	quote	above	that	he	is	reading	Gen	34	“on	its	own.”	In	doing	so,	he	isolates	the	passage	from	its	canonical	context	in	order	to	determine	circumcision’s	significance	and	comes	to	the	conclusion	that	circumcision	in	Gen	34	does	not	have	any	theological	or	covenantal	meaning.	However,	it	is	notoriously	difficult	to	establish	what	the	original	story	may	have	been	before	it	was	incorporated	into	the	biblical	text,	and	the	significance	of	circumcision	cannot	be	divorced	from	its	present	canonical	context.	Regarding	the	attempt	to	isolate	an	original	story	within	Gen	34,	see	David	Frankel,	“The	Final	Form	of	the	Story	of	the	Rape	of	Dinah	in	Light	of	Textual	and	Redaction	Criticism,”	Shnaton	25	(2017):	13–57	[Hebrew];	Nick	Wyatt,	“The	Story	of	Dinah	and	Shechem,”	UF	22	(1991):	433–58.	Wyatt’s	attempt	to	trace	the	historical	and	geographical	development	of	the	original	story	of	Gen	34,	though	creative	in	its	own	right,	reflects	the	inherent	difficulty	of	this	endeavor.	Wyatt	interprets	Gen	34	as	a	version	of	an	ancient	Semitic	myth	surviving	in	several	extant	recensions	in	Akkadian	(perhaps	based	on	a	Sumerian	original)	and	Ugaritic	
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that	takes	into	account	to	varying	degrees	the	biblical	text	but	ultimately	exists	independently	from	it.	In	contrast	to	Cohen’s	methodology,	this	chapter	will	pursue	instead	what	Terry	J.	Prewitt	has	termed	a	“sociology	of	Judah”	rather	than	a	“history	of	Israel.”3	Rather	than	mining	the	book	of	Genesis	for	data	that	might	















                                                        7	Martin	Noth	believed	that	Gen	34	was	comprised	of	a	core	J	narrative	(vv.	1–3,	5,	7,	11–14,	18–19,	24–26,	and	29–31)	with	supplementary	additions	that	changed	the	focus	from	the	single	marriage	of	Shechem	and	Dinah	to	multiple	marriages	and	introduced	Hamor	as	the	mediator	of	marriage	negotiations	(vv.	4,	6,	8–10,	15–17,	20–23,	and	27–28).	See	Noth,	A	History	of	Pentateuchal	Traditions	(trans.	Bernhard	W.	Anderson;	Englewood	Cliffs,	NJ:	Prentice-Hall,	1972),	30.	In	contrast	to	Noth,	Gerhard	von	Rad	considered	the	additional	material	of	Gen	34	to	be	a	parallel	variant	rather	than	supplemental	additions.	One	major	difference	between	the	two	variants	is	that	in	one	version	Simeon	and	Levi	are	the	primary	protagonists;	in	the	other	version	all	the	sons	of	Jacob	are	complicit.	See	von	Rad,	Genesis:	A	Commentary	(rev.	ed.;	OTL;	Philadelphia:	Westminster,	1972),	330.	Claus	Westermann	believed	the	final	redactor	of	Gen	34	transformed	an	earlier	family	narrative	about	peaceful	settlement	into	a	narrative	about	the	murder	and	plunder	of	an	entire	city.	He,	along	with	others,	saw	an	allusion	to	the	Deuteronomic	prohibition	of	intermarriage	and	call	for	extermination	of	the	Canaanites	in	Deut	7:5.	See	Westermann,	Genesis	12–36	(trans.	John	J.	Scullion;	Minneapolis,	MN:	Augsburg	Fortress,	1995),	535–7.	
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of	circumcision	remains	constant	regardless	of	source	divisions,	and	(2)	to	argue	that	it	is	unnecessary	to	posit	a	postexilic,	late	fifth	c.	BCE	redaction	of	the	text.	There	are	a	number	of	reasons	that	have	led	many	scholars	to	posit	that	Gen	34	is	a	composite	text,	primarily	the	use	of	Priestly	language,	the	ancillary	roles	of	the	fathers	Hamor	and	Jacob	in	the	story,	and	narrative	inconsistencies	and	redundancies,	such	as	a	proposed	doublet	of	marriage	negotiations	(Gen	34:8–12).	Those	who	argue	for	multiple	sources,	however,	do	not	necessarily	agree	on	the	specific	nature	or	divisions	of	the	sources	used	to	compose	Gen	34.8	As	noted	above,	there	is	no	shortage	of	theories	about	the	sources	and	historical	development	of	Gen	34,	but	in	the	main,	two	general	theories	predominate:	Gen	34	is	either	the	product	of	a	combination	of	two	parallel	variants,	or	it	is	one	primary	source	that	has	been	supplemented	and	redacted	a	number	of	times.9	Traditionally,	one	of	the	parallel	















                                                        14	Abraham	Kuenen,	“Beitrage	zur	Hexateuchkritik:	VI.	Dina	und	Sichem	(Gen.	34),”	in	Gesammelte	Abhandlungen	zur	biblischen	Wissenschaft	(Leipzig:	Mohr	Siebeck,	1894),	255–76.	
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Whereas	earlier	attempts	to	determine	the	divisions	of	Gen	34	assumed	its	antiquity,	more	recent	interpreters	have	argued	that	Gen	34	reflects	later	historical	circumstances.	The	passage	supposedly	contains	postexilic	language	and	themes	that	betray	its	provenance	in	the	fifth	c.	BCE	instead	of	any	earlier	time	period	in	Israelite	history.	Alexander	Rofé	offers	a	sustained	defense	of	the	Priestly	elements	in	Gen	34,	which	he	divides	into	four	categories:	linguistic,	legal,	theological,	and	literary.15	Linguistically,	Rofé	claims	that	one	of	the	hallmarks	of	the	Priestly	editing	of	Gen	34	is	its	description	of	Shechem’s	actions	toward	Dinah	as	ṭm’,	a	term	which	Rofé	believes	“positively	belongs	to	Priestly	diction.”16	Rofé	neglects,	however,	all	of	the	occurrences	of	ṭm’	outside	of	the	Priestly	literature	(e.g.,	Deut	24:4;	2	Kgs	23:10;	Is	52:1;	Jer	2:23;	Hos	5:3;	Ps	106:39),	which	are	numerous	enough	to	cast	doubt	on	its	presence	as	evidence	for	a	Priestly	origin	of	Gen	34.17	As	for	the	legal	and	








































                                                        30	Oden	Jr.,	“Jacob	as	Father,	Husband	and	Nephew,”	196.	
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As	noted	in	the	introduction	of	this	chapter,	my	interpretive	framework	for	this	study	of	Gen	34	is	more	aligned	with	Prewitt’s	“sociology	of	Judah”	than	a	traditional	“history	of	Israel.”	Beginning	in	the	early	1980s,	there	was	a	rise	in	various	sociological	approaches	to	the	study	of	the	Hebrew	Bible	as	scholars	began	to	integrate	developments	from	social	anthropology	with	the	study	of	the	biblical	text	and	world.	The	book	of	Genesis	in	particular	was	one	of	the	main	foci	of	this	shift.	Making	a	similar	point	to	Prewitt	about	the	previous	scholarly	pre-occupation	with	history	over	sociology,	Oden	writes	that	eminent	commentators	on	Genesis	such	as	Hermann	Gunkel,	Gerhard	von	Rad,	and	Claus	Westermann	had	all	noted	the	“family-centered	nature	of	the	narratives	[of	Gen	12–36],	but	they	did	so	in	order	to	show	that	these	stories	came	from	an	early	stage	in	Israel’s	prehistory,	before	there	were	tribes	and	before	there	was	a	state.”31	Oden,	however,	argues	that	the	issues	of	continuing	importance	in	Genesis	are	its	expressions	of	kinship	relations	and	lineage,	which	are	incompatible	with	or	at	the	very	least	irrelevant	to	the	hypothetical	historical	reconstructions	of	previous	commentators.	Oden	argues	that	overall	Genesis	12–36	is	concerned	with	defining	Israel	not	as	a	historical	state	but	rather	as	a	sociological	entity.32	Without	denying	the	legitimacy	of	other	methodological	approaches	to	the	book	of	Genesis,	my	interpretation	focuses	on	the	kinship	implications	of	Gen	34	set	













                                                        38	Richard	E.	Friedman,	Who	Wrote	the	Bible?	(San	Francisco:	Harper	Collins,	1987).	This	view	is	also	shared	by	Harold	Bloom,	The	Book	of	J	(New	York:	Vintage	Books,	1990).	
39	Prewitt,	“Kinship	Structures	and	Genesis	Genealogies,”	91.	
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One	 of	 the	 central	 contradictions	 in	 Israelite	 kinship	 is	 the	 relationship	between	 patrilineality	 and	 endogamy,	 a	 contradiction	 which	 was	 introduced	 into	scholarship	by	Robert	F.	Murphy	and	Leonard	Kasdan	in	reference	to	Arab	Bedouin	kinship	and	applied	to	ancient	Israel	by	Nathaniel	Wander.40	Wander	points	out	four	specific	aspects	of	Semitic	cultures	that	contribute	to	social	and	political	instability:		
                                                        40	Robert	F.	Murphy	and	Leonard	Kasdan,	“The	Structure	of	Parallel	Cousin	Marriage,”	Am.	Anthropol	61	(1959):	17–29;	idem,	“Agnation	and	Endogamy:	Some	Further	Considerations,”	S.J.	Anthropol	23	(1967):	1–14;	Nathaniel	Wander,	“Structure,	Contradiction,	and	‘Resolution’	in	Mythology:	Father’s	Brother’s	Daughter’s	Marriage	and	the	Treatment	of	Women	in	Genesis	11–50,”	JANES	13	(1981):	75–99.	Wander	was	the	first	to	comprehensively	apply	the	ideas	of	Murphy	and	Kasdan	to	the	biblical	text,	and	his	study,	although	almost	forty	years	old,	remains	the	most	thorough	and	important	application	of	this	approach.	One	possible	reason	for	the	resiliency	of	Wander’s	work	is	that	within	anthropology	as	a	scholarly	discipline,	kinship	studies	fell	out	of	favor	after	the	descent	and	alliance	debates	of	the	1960s	and	70s.	Scholars	like	David	M.	Schneider	questioned	the	very	premise	of	kinship	as	a	productive	cultural	category	and	challenged	the	suitability	of	comparing	kinship	systems	across	various	cultures.	See	his	article	“Some	Muddles	in	the	Models:	Or,	How	the	System	Really	Works,”	Hau	J.	Ethnogr.	Theory	1	(2011):	451–92.	Recently,	kinship	studies	has	experienced	a	renaissance	of	sorts,	but	its	focus	has	mostly	been	on	how	new	developments	in	biomedical	technology	and	
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1)	a	peculiar	form	of	ingroup	marriage—that	of	a	man	and	his	father’s	brother’s	daughter	(FBD);	2)	a	definition	of	group	membership	based	upon	 kinship	 relations	 between	 males	 (patrilineal	 descent);	 3)	 an	ideology	 of	 patriarchal	 authority	 (patripotestality);	 4)	 the	 use	 of	genealogy	to	order	relationships	between	groups.41		Thus,	within	Semitic	cultures,	a	preference	for	parallel	cousin	endogamy42	combined	with	 kinship	 relations	 centered	 on	 patrilineal	 descent	 tends	 to	 undermine	 the	


















                                                        49	Wagner	considers	Shechem’s	primary	offense	to	be	his	status	as	an	ethnic	outsider	proposing	marriage	with	an	Israelite	woman	(“Politico-Juridical	Proceedings	of	Genesis	34,”	145–61).	Dinah’s	“humiliation”	(Heb.	‘innâ)	serves	as	the	catalyst	for	the	remainder	of	the	story,	which	is	more	concerned	about	kinship	and	marriage	preferences	than	appropriate	sexual	relations	per	se.	
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As	it	stands	now,	Gen	34	is	the	story	of	the	sons	of	Jacob’s	revenge	on	the	Shechemites	for	the	eponymous	Shechem’s	sexual	defilement	of	their	sister	Dinah.	Shechem,	the	son	of	Hamor	the	Hivite,	has	sexual	relations	with	Dinah	and	afterwards	desires	to	marry	her.	This	violation	of	Dinah’s	sexual	purity	(and	perhaps	their	authority	over	it)	tremendously	upsets	her	brothers,	and	they	devise	a	sinister	plot	of	revenge.	Simeon	and	Levi,	Dinah’s	brothers	from	the	same	mother	Leah,	disingenuously	agree	to	allow	Shechem	to	marry	Dinah	on	the	condition	that	he	and	the	rest	of	the	men	of	his	city	first	be	circumcised.50	Once	the	Shechemites	
                                                        50	The	fact	that	the	Shechemites	are	not	already	circumcised	in	Gen	34	should	at	least	give	pause	to	those	who	argue	that	circumcision	was	a	pan-West	Semitic	practice	and	thus	could	not	externally	distinguish	the	ancient	Israelite	from	any	of	his	close	ethnic	neighbors.	Most	commentators	consider	Jer	9:25	to	be	evidence	that	at	least	the	Edomites,	Ammonites,	and	Moabites	were	circumcised.	See,	e.g.,	Philip	J.	King,	“Circumcision:	Who	did	it,	who	didn't	and	why,”	BAR	32	(2006):	48–55,	esp.	50.	However,	it	is	not	clear	whether	Jeremiah’s	words	are	an	accurate	reflection	of	reality	or	merely	serve	a	rhetorical	purpose.	It	could	also	reflect	a	period	during	which	the	Israelites	were	circumcised	but	at	least	some	West	Semitic	neighbors	were	not.	In	addition,	although	the	Philistines	are	commonly	described	in	the	Bible	as	the	“uncircumcised,”	according	to	the	Greek	Karnak	Inscription,	three	of	the	other	Sea	Peoples—from	whom	the	Philistines	are	believed	to	have	come—were	circumcised.	This	distinction	between	the	Philistines	and	other	Sea	Peoples	shows	
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have	been	circumcised	and	are	in	a	state	of	“security,”	Simeon	and	Levi	kill	all	the	males	of	Shechem	and	together	with	the	other	sons	of	Jacob	plunder	their	wives,	children,	and	possessions,	to	the	dismay	of	their	father	Jacob.	There	are	a	number	of	indications	that	circumcision	plays	a	significant	role	within	the	passage	and	functions	to	establish	the	contours	of	the	boundaries	between	the	two	peoples.	First,	after	finding	out	that	all	the	Shechemites	would	have	to	be	circumcised	in	order	for	Shechem	to	marry	Dinah,	the	narrator	declares,	“Their	words	pleased	Hamor	and	Hamor’s	son	Shechem”	(Gen	34:18).	Taken	alone	at	face	value,	this	would	be	a	mystifying	statement.	A	clue	to	unlocking	the	meaning	of	this	passage	though	is	found	in	Gen	34:23.	In	attempting	to	convince	their	fellow	Shechemites	to	undergo	circumcision,	Hamor	and	his	son	Shechem	implore	their	kinsmen,	“Will	not	their	livestock,	their	property,	and	all	their	beasts	be	ours?”	The	Shechemites	understand	their	participation	in	the	ritual	act	of	circumcision	as	a	transfer	of	the	property	of	the	sons	of	Jacob	to	themselves,	even	though	the	primary	event	is	only	the	marriage	of	Dinah	and	Shechem.	Although	this	could	possibly	be	a	case	of	Hamor	and	his	son	Shechem	overstating	their	case	to	the	other	Shechemites	in	order	to	convince	them	to	agree	to	the	painful	terms,	I	believe	it	is	more	likely	that	the	common	understanding	is	that	circumcision	would	effectively	make	the	two	






































                                                        follows	when	they	are	relevant	to	the	discussion	of	the	function	of	circumcision	as	a	kinship-generating	ritual.	
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possibilities.	In	each	of	the	biblical	passages	under	consideration,	other	functions	besides	kinship	generation	and	kinship	maintenance	may	also	be	present.	Here	in	Exod	4:24–26,	the	apotropaic	function	of	circumcision	is	fairly	obvious	and	one	of	the	few	certainties	that	interpreters	use	as	a	starting	point	for	other	less	secure	hypotheses	about	the	more	opaque	aspects	of	the	story.	Taken	in	isolation,	it	is	easy	to	see	how	Exod	4:24–26	reflects	an	apotropaic	function	of	circumcision,	but	a	simply	apotropaic	ritual	does	not	fit	very	well	in	the	context	of	Exodus.	One	could	argue	that	this	dissonance	is	one	more	reason	to	view	the	passage	as	secondary	in	its	context,	but	there	must	have	been	a	reason	why	the	writer	or	editor	of	Exodus	included	the	passage	in	its	specific	context.	While	acknowledging	the	apotropaic	function	of	circumcision	in	the	story,	I	would	like	to	highlight	instead	in	this	chapter	the	kinship-generating	aspect	of	circumcision,	a	function	that	appreciates	the	broader	view	of	Exodus	and	is	often	is	either	entirely	ignored	or	relegated	to	secondary	status	in	the	scholarly	literature.8	


















































                                                        23	Thomas	B.	Dozeman,	Commentary	on	Exodus	(Grand	Rapids,	MI:	Eerdmans,	2009),	47.	
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The	question	of	Moses’s	kinship	identity	will	be	thoroughly	explored	further	below,	but	at	this	point	in	the	argument,	it	is	sufficient	to	note	on	a	broad	level	how	Moses	is	a	man	out-of-place	throughout	most	of	the	early	chapters	of	Exodus.24	The	field	of	kinship	studies	and	my	study	up	to	this	point	have	underscored	the	cultural	basis	of	kinship	formation,	underneath	and	sometimes	even	in	contrast	to	biology.	This	preference	for	culture	over	biology	in	kinship	construction	is	clear	in	Exodus.	Moses	is	biologically	an	Israelite,	yet	his	kinship	status	is	in	flux	and	remains	so	for	the	first	few	chapters	in	Exodus.	His	geographical	movements	within	the	book	mirror	his	crisis	in	kinship	status:	from	Egypt	to	Midian	and	back	to	Egypt	via	the	wilderness.	In	Egypt,	Moses	is	half-Israelite	and	half-Egyptian.	In	Midian,	Yahweh	interrupts	his	pastoral	life	and	calls	him	back	to	his	own	people.	In	his	return	to	Egypt,	he	is	an	Israelite	who	has	undergone	symbolic	and	vicarious	circumcision	through	his	son.	Ritual	is	required	to	definitively	establish	Moses’s	Israelite	kinship	identity,	and	the	workings	of	that	ritual—circumcision—are	found	in	Exod	4:24–26.25	








                                                        27	For	the	Egyptian	origins	of	Moses’s	name,	see	J.	Gwyn	Griffiths,	“The	Egyptian	Derivation	of	the	Name	Moses,”	JNES	12	(1953):	225–31.	
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Moses	as	equally	Israelite	and	Egyptian,	but	now,	Moses	the	divided	man,	half-Egyptian	and	half-Israelite,	is	accepted	by	neither.	He	is	an	anomaly.28		 Moses,	the	divided	man,	the	man	out-of-place,	the	man	lacking	a	concrete	kinship	identity,	cannot	stay	in	Egypt	and	escapes	to	nearby	Midian	in	the	Sinai	desert	where	he	meets	the	daughters	of	Reuel/Jethro	at	a	well.	Interestingly,	the	daughters	of	Reuel	identify	Moses	as	an	Egyptian	(Exod	2:19),	although	it	is	not	clear	whether	a	Midianite	would	have	identified	an	Israelite	who	lived	in	Egypt	as	an	Israelite	or	as	an	Egyptian.	Israelites	(or	Semitic	people	generally)	were	physically	set	apart	from	Egyptians,	so	this	recognition	of	Moses	as	an	Egyptian	may	be	an	indication	that	Moses,	despite	his	Israelite	heritage,	physically	maintained	an	Egyptian	appearance.29	To	the	untrained	Midianite	eye,	Moses	is	functionally	an	












                                                        31	Dozeman,	Exodus,	149–50.	
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Before	moving	to	talk	more	directly	about	the	role	of	circumcision	in	the	passage,	we	also	need	to	comment	on	the	appropriateness	of	the	passage’s	current	placement	in	Exodus.	Julian	Morgenstern	represents	the	common	view	concerning	the	alien	nature	of	the	passage	in	its	present	canonical	context.	He	writes,	“It	[Exod	4:24–26]	has	no	immediate	narrative	or	literary	connection	whatever	with	either	the	passages	which	immediately	precede	or	which	follow	in	the	biblical	text.”32	Even	if	the	passage	was	originally	from	a	different	context,33	we	are	still	right	to	ask	why	it	was	re-located	to	its	present	location.	Despite	the	views	of	Morgenstern,	I	would	argue	that	the	editorial	motivation	for	its	current	placement	is	the	thematic	(both	narrative	and	literary)	connection	with	Yahweh’s	threat	to	Pharaoh	that	Yahweh	will	kill	his	firstborn	son	if	he	does	not	let	Israel	go	to	serve	him,	a	threat	that	is	to	






































                                                        Eliezer	or	Gershom	as	the	unnamed	son,	see	Willis,	Yahweh	and	Moses	in	Conflict,	104–23.	
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Propp	writes,	“by	applying	and	removing	Gershom’s	foreskin,	Zipporah	symbolically	circumcises	her	husband.”52	Propp	believes	that	Zipporah’s	act	has	a	purifying	effect,	which	is	related	to	the	common	apotropaic	function,	but	the	symbolic	value	of	Zipporah’s	circumcision	of	Gershom	applies	equally	well	to	my	argument	of	circumcision	as	a	kinship	ritual.	As	I	mentioned	in	the	beginning	of	the	chapter,	the	most	ostensibly	troubling	fact	for	my	argument	is	that	Zipporah	and	not	Moses	is	the	one	who	performs	the	circumcision	on	her	son.	Willis	poses	a	related	question,	“How	did	Zipporah	know	that	the	way	to	prevent	Yahweh	from	killing	Moses	was	to	circumcise	her	son	and	touch	Moses’	feet	(legs,	genitals)	with	the	bloody	foreskin?”53	His	response	is	fairly	prosaic,	yet	remarkable	at	the	same	time.	It	is	worth	quoting	in	full.	I	would	conjecture	that	since	Zipporah	seems	to	have	done	what	she	did	immediately	without	giving	it	a	second	thought,	either	her	cultural	environment	in	Midian	and	the	surrounding	region	assumed	that	blood	smeared	on	a	person	or	an	object	protected	that	person	or	object	from	danger,	 or	 she	 and	 Moses	 had	 had	 conflictual	 discussions	 about	circumcision	 and	 smearing	 blood	 because	 they	 came	 from	 cultures	which	differed	on	these	matters	in	one	or	more	ways	and	this	was	a	matter	of	serious	religious	difference	between	them	that	troubled	their	relationship.54		





Besides	the	caution	that	Willis’s	conjecture	is	entirely	hypothetical,	which	he	himself	admits,	it	is	debatable	whether	such	a	question	should	even	be	asked	in	the	first	place.	Willis,	and	he	is	far	from	unique	in	this	respect,	attempts	to	make	sense	of	a	bewildering	passage	by	imagining	scenarios	in	which	what	is	written	 becomes	more	 plausible.	 Yet,	 I	wonder	 if	 the	more	we	 do	 this,	 the	farther	 away	we	 get	 from	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 passage.	 Perhaps	 the	 proper	response	to	the	question	of	how	Zipporah	knows	to	circumcise	her	son	is	that	it	does	not	matter	how	Zipporah	knows	what	to	do.	The	tendency	to	look	for	logical	explanations	is	rooted	in	the	belief	that	the	text	records	a	real-world	event.	Once	we	untether	ourselves	from	this	assumption,	then	we	are	free	to	allow	the	natural	ambiguities	within	the	text	to	remain.	If	we	admit	that	we	cannot	know	how	Zipporah	knew	to	circumcise	her	son	to	avoid	Yahweh’s	wrath	against	her	husband,	then	what	recourse	remains	to	understand	the	meaning	of	Zipporah’s	actions?	My	argument	is	that	circumcision	should	be	viewed	as	analogous	to	blood	sacrifice,	particularly	in	its	function	as	a	kinship-generating	and	kinship-maintaining	ritual.	If	circumcision	is	viewed	as	a	sacrifice,	though,	and	blood	sacrifice	is	typically	confined	to	the	male	domain,	as	I	noted	in	chapter	2,	what	is	the	significance	that	Zipporah	circumcises	her	son	and	not	Moses	or	some	other	male,	priestly	figure	such	as	Jethro,	Zipporah’s	Midianite	priest-father?	There	are	two	ways	in	which	the	circumcision	performed	by	Zipporah	has	been	traditionally	understood.	The	first	is	that	Exod	4:24–26	reflects	early	Israelite	practice,	during	which	circumcision	was	originally	performed	by	the	
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mother.	Later,	the	Priestly	source	changed	the	person	who	performed	the	circumcision	from	the	mother	to	the	father,	in	line	with	its	overall	project	of	elevating	patrilineal	kinship	at	the	expense	of	women	and	mothers.55	Second,	Exod	4:24–26	is	also	thought	to	be	indicative	of	the	Midianite	origins	of	circumcision.	In	this	view,	Zipporah	is	a	ritual	expert	who	passes	on	Midianite	ritual	knowledge	to	the	Israelites	vis-à-vis	the	ritual	circumcision	of	Moses’s	half-Israelite	son.	For	example,	Dozeman,	from	whose	insights	I	have	benefited	greatly,	gives	one	common	explanation	for	Zipporah	as	the	ritual	expert:	“What	is	clear	in	the	story	is	that	Zipporah,	a	Midianite,	performs	the	proper	ritual	to	appease	the	Deity	and	to	protect	her	family.	In	the	process	she	passes	on	the	ritual	knowledge	to	Moses	and	hence	to	the	Israelites	…	As	a	cultic	legend,	the	story	tells	of	a	transfer	of	circumcision	from	the	religious	practices	of	the	Midianites	to	the	Israelites	through	Zipporah,	the	Midianite	wife	of	Moses.”56	Why	it	is	Zipporah	who	passes	down	this	knowledge	rather	than	her	father	is	attributed	to	the	(speculated)	practice	of	female	circumcisers	in	Midianite	culture.	Exodus	4:24–26,	then,	is	the	literary	re-imagining	of	the	circumstances	of	the	transfer	of	Midianite	practices	to	ancient	Israel,	which	in	some	reconstructions	also	includes	knowledge	and	worship	of	Yahweh	himself.	












                                                        1	The	focus	of	this	dissertation	is	on	circumcision	in	non-Priestly	narratives,	and	although	there	may	be	some	Priestly	elements	within	the	book	of	Joshua,	most	of	Joshua	and	at	the	very	least	Josh	5:2–9	are	not	Priestly	in	origin.	We	would	not	expect	the	Priestly	writer	to	assume	that	the	second	generation	of	Israelites	were	not	circumcised	in	the	wilderness	according	to	the	Priestly	tradition	of	infant	circumcision	as	a	sign	of	the	covenant	(Gen	17).	There	is	a	case	to	be	made,	however,	that	Josh	5:10–12	may	have	been	the	work	of	a	Priestly	editor.	See	Joseph	Blenkinsopp,	“Structure	of	P,”	CBQ	38	(1976):	275–92,	esp.	288–9.	While	I	acknowledge	that	Priestly	additions	and	revisions	may	sporadically	appear	in	
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Here,	in	this	chapter,	I	analyze	Josh	5:2–9	and	reveal	how	circumcision	functions	as	a	kinship	marker	not	in	the	horizontal	dimension	between	people	as	in	previous	chapters	but	in	the	vertical	dimension	between	a	people	and	their	god.	In	Josh	5:2–9,	circumcision	functions	as	one	in	a	series	of	rituals	intended	to	establish	the	kinship	relationship	between	the	second	generation	of	Israelites	and	their	Divine	Kinsman	Yahweh.		Any	study	of	the	book	of	Joshua	must	begin	with	deciding	whether	the	book	should	primarily	be	read	as	the	final	book	in	the	classic	Hexateuch	formulation	(Genesis–Joshua),	as	championed	by	Noth,	or	as	the	first	book	in	the	Deuteronomistic	History	(DH;	Joshua–Kings).	Is	the	primary	background	the	book	of	Deuteronomy	or	the	later	outworking	of	Deuteronomistic	theology	found	in	the	DH?	Of	course,	positive	arguments	can	be	made	for	both	sides,	and	this	is	not	the	place	to	establish	priority	of	the	two	prominent	views.	This	choice	between	the	two	options	(or	some	combination	of	the	two)	influences	how	one	reads	and	understands	the	book	of	Joshua.	I	place	the	writing	of	the	book	of	Joshua	not	within	a	historical	time	period	but	within	the	flow	of	historical	thought	in	the	Deuteronomistic	History	(DH).	Although	the	passage	does	share	affinities	with	Deuteronomic	features—for	example	the	immediate	obedience	of	Joshua	after	Yahweh’s	command	in	Josh	5:2–3—the	overall	sense	of	the	book	of	Joshua	fits	better	looking	forward	with	the	DH	











                                                        verse.	The	textual	history	of	the	book	of	Joshua	(which	also	includes	important	Qumran	manuscripts	such	as	4QJosha)	reflects	the	continual	editorial	activity	during	its	transmission	process.	Joshua	5:2–9	is	the	first	time	in	which	the	MT	is	significantly	longer	than	the	Old	Greek,	specifically	Josh	5:4–6a.	Leonard	Greenspoon	(“The	Book	of	Joshua	—	Part	1:	Texts	and	Versions,”	CBR	3	[2005]:	229–61	[239])	explains	the	complexity	of	the	situation:	(1)	Greek	version	pays	more	attention	to	the	knives;	(2)	Greek	says	nothing	about	a	“second	time”	circumcision;	(3)	Greek	has	most	of	the	men	coming	from	Egypt	uncircumcised,	while	MT	has	all	the	men	circumcised;	(4)	Greek	has	forty-two	years	in	the	wilderness,	while	MT	has	forty	years;	and	(5)	Greek	does	not	have	etiological	explanation	for	Gilgal.	The	specific	reasons	for	or	implications	of	those	differences	need	not	be	expounded	here,	but	suffice	it	to	say	that	the	textual	history	of	the	book	of	Joshua	is	not	straightforward,	and	there	is	currently	no	consensus	position	on	the	priority	of	one	version	over	the	other.	Rather	than	attempting	to	establish	the	temporal	priority	of	either	the	MT	or	the	Greek,	I	will	focus	on	the	MT	as	the	base	text	and	consider	how	differences	between	the	MT	and	the	Greek	inform	our	interpretation	of	the	MT.	For	more	information	about	the	redaction	and	transmission	history	of	Joshua,	see	Nelson,	Joshua,	72–77;	Michaël	van	der	Meer,	Formation	and	Reformulation:	The	
Redaction	of	the	Book	of	Joshua	in	the	Light	of	the	Oldest	Textual	Witnesses	(Leiden:	Brill,	2004);	Emanuel	Tov,	“Literary	Development	of	the	Book	of	Joshua	as	Reflected	
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made	 for	 himself	 flint	 knives	 and	 circumcised	 the	 sons	 of	 Israel	 at	Gib‘at-ha-‘aralot.	4	Now	this	is	the	reason	why	Joshua	circumcised6	all	




the	people	who	came	out	from	Egypt,	with	respect	to	the	males.	All	the	men	of	war	had	died	in	the	wilderness	on	the	way	after	they	had	come	out	of	Egypt.	5	Though	all	 the	people	who	had	come	out	 from	Egypt	were	 circumcised,7	 yet	 all	 the	 people	 who	 had	 been	 born	 in	 the	wilderness	 on	 the	 way	 after	 they	 came	 out	 of	 Egypt	 had	 not	 been	circumcised.	 6	 For	 the	 people	 of	 Israel	 walked	 forty	 years	 in	 the	wilderness	until	all	the	nation,	the	men	of	war	who	came	out	of	Egypt	who	did	not	obey	the	voice	of	Yahweh,	 to	whom	Yahweh	had	sworn	that	he	would	not	let	them	see	the	land	that	Yahweh	had	sworn	to	their	fathers	to	give	to	us,	a	land	flowing	with	milk	and	honey,	perished.8	7	
                                                        7	The	Greek	omits	both	Josh	5:4b	referring	to	the	death	of	all	the	men	of	war	who	came	out	of	Egypt	and	Josh	5:5a	referring	to	the	circumcision	of	those	aforementioned	men	of	war.	The	Greek	acknowledges	that	those	who	were	uncircumcised	coming	out	of	Egypt	were	also	circumcised	by	Joshua,	thereby	making	the	first	generation	of	Israelites	“directly	responsible	for	the	uncircumcised	state	of	their	sons”	(van	der	Meer,	Formation	and	Reformulation,	296),	an	attribution	that	is	absent	in	the	MT.	
8	The	phrase	“flowing	with	milk	and	honey”	belongs	squarely	within	both	the	Priestly	and	Deuteronomic	sources	(see,	e.g.,	Lev	20:24;	Deut	27:3)	and	cannot	be	used	as	evidence	for	establishing	the	relative	date	or	provenance	of	the	passage.	Its	significance,	however,	extends	beyond	its	potential	usage	for	documentary	dissection.	In	each	of	the	occurrences	of	the	biblical	phrase,	the	usage	speaks	not	simply	to	the	abundant	fertility	of	the	land	but	to	its	natural,	pre-agricultural	state.	Milk	and	honey	are	the	products	of	pastoralists,	not	agriculturalists.	The	message	is	clear:	the	fecundity	of	the	land	will	come	without	agriculture,	and	the	implication	is	that	the	land's	prosperity	is	dependent	solely	on	Yahweh's	provision	of	rain	to	the	
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So	he	raised	up	their	children	in	their	place;	Joshua	circumcised	them,	for	they	were	uncircumcised,	because	they	had	not	been	circumcised	on	the	way.	8	When	the	circumcision	of	the	whole	nation	was	complete,	they	remained	 in	their	places	 in	 the	camp	until	 they	were	healed.9	9	And	Yahweh	said	to	Joshua,	“Today	I	have	rolled	away	the	reproach	of	Egypt	from	you.”	And	the	name	of	that	place	is	called	Gilgal	until	this	day.			
Previous	Approaches	to	Joshua	5	The	function	of	circumcision	in	Josh	5:2–9	seems	straightforward	enough.	It,	along	with	the	Passover	feast	that	occurs	afterward	(Josh	5:10–12),	is	preparation	for	entrance	into	the	land	of	Canaan	that	Yahweh	has	promised	to	the	Israelites.	Yet,	like	the	narrator’s	own	explanation	of	the	reason	for	the	circumcision	(Josh	5:7)—i.e.,	the	Israelites	were	circumcised	because	they	previously	had	not	been	circumcised—this	apparent	function	of	circumcision	says	less	than	it	seems.	As	J.	Alberto	Soggin	avers,	“None	of	this	[explanation]	…	provides	a	satisfactory	answer	





























                                                        25	Ibid.,	56.	
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and	proper	obedience.	In	Josh	5:2,	Yahweh	tells	Joshua	to	“make	flint	knives	and	circumcise	the	sons	of	Israel	a	second	time.”	Immediately	after	this	in	Josh	5:3,	it	is	related	how	“Joshua	made	flint	knives	and	circumcised	the	sons	of	Israel	at	Gib‘at-ha-‘aralot.”	In	this	view,	like	Moses	who	symbolically	shared	in	his	son’s	circumcision,	Joshua	too	must	participate	in	circumcision,	the	crucial	difference	being	that	all	the	males	of	Israel	need	to	be	circumcised	rather	than	just	the	son	of	Moses.	As	Marten	H.	Woudstra	writes,		The	story	of	the	circumcision	presented	here	may	have	been	intended	as	another	parallel	between	the	lives	of	Joshua	and	of	Moses.	Just	as	before	fully	entering	upon	his	task	as	the	people’s	deliverer	Moses	was	reminded	of	the	need	to	circumcise	one	of	his	sons	(Exod.	4:24–26),	Joshua	 receives	 the	 command	 to	 circumcise	 all	 those	 who	 had	 not	received	this	rite.	This	command	precedes	his	role	as	the	captain	of	the	Lord’s	people	during	the	Conquest.26		Yet,	this	literary	explanation	for	the	circumcision	of	the	Israelites	prior	to	entrance	into	the	land	of	Canaan	says	little	about	the	function	of	circumcision	itself.	Undoubtedly,	the	book	of	Joshua	presents	Joshua	as	the	divinely	authorized	successor	to	Moses,	but	the	connection	of	the	mass	circumcision	in	Joshua	with	Exod	4:24–26	seems	secondary	to	its	function	within	the	immediate	context	in	Josh	5.		 As	much	as	there	is	a	concern	to	establish	Joshua	as	Moses’s	proper	successor	par	excellence,	there	is	an	equal	or	perhaps	even	greater	necessity	to	establish	the	second	generation	of	Israelite	males	as	legitimate	heirs	to	the	promises	of	the	previous	generation.	At	the	same	time,	the	second	generation	must	be	more	
                                                        26	Woudstra,	The	Book	of	Joshua,	99.	
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obedient	than	the	last	generation,	not	subject	to	the	grumbling	and	faithlessness	of	those	who	died	wandering	in	the	wilderness.	This	need	to	confirm	the	status	of	the	second	generation	of	Israelites	manifests	itself	in	the	series	of	rituals	in	Josh	4–6	by	which	the	Israelites	are	transformed	from	“an	itinerant	people	‘on	the	way’	(vv.	5	and	7	[of	Josh	5])	to	a	people	settled	in	the	land.”27		 Few	of	the	theories	reviewed	thus	far	explain	why	the	Israelites	need	to	be	circumcised.	Certainly,	there	is	no	explicit	command	that	one	needs	to	be	circumcised	before	entering	the	land	of	Canaan.	The	author	of	the	book	of	Joshua	seems	to	make	a	problem	where	there	does	not	necessarily	need	to	be	one.	Why	assume	that	“all	the	people	who	had	been	born	in	the	wilderness	on	the	way	after	they	came	out	of	Egypt	had	not	been	circumcised”	(Josh	5:5)?	The	underlying	assumption	of	the	narrative	is	that	the	previous	generation	of	Israelites	was	circumcised	in	Egypt,	but	there	is	nothing	within	the	earlier	narratives	in	the	Pentateuch	or	in	Joshua	that	requires	the	second	generation	of	Israelites	to	be	uncircumcised.	The	traditions	that	the	author	of	Joshua	inherited	never	included	any	mention	of	circumcisions	in	the	wilderness.	This	(perhaps	unintentional)	omission	allowed	the	author	to	construct	a	narrative	in	which	the	lack	of	circumcision	of	the	second	generation	of	Israelites	reflects	their	lack	of	secure	relationship	with	Yahweh	and	provides	an	opportunity	to	ratify	that	relationship	through	the	ritual	practice	of	circumcision.	Like	the	circumcision	that	established	

























































                                                        47	See	also	Nelson,	“Divine	Warrior	Theology	in	Deuteronomy,”	254–5.	
48	The	nature	of	the	land	as	a	gift	from	Yahweh	can	be	seen	in	the	difference	between	Priestly	and	Deuteronomic	diction.	In	the	Priestly	vocabulary,	the	land	of	
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                                                        1	The	Priestly	narrative	centered	on	Abraham’s	circumcision	in	Gen	17	is	one	of	the	few	self-contained	Priestly	narrative	additions	into	Genesis,	and	it	plays	a	central	role	within	the	Priestly	history.	See	John	A.	Emerton,	“The	Priestly	Writer	in	Genesis,”	JTS	39	(1988):	381–400.	For	a	description	of	the	Priestly	character	of	Gen	
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explicit	command	to	circumcise	in	the	Priestly	legal	codes,	Lev	12:3,	in	which	Israelites	are	obligated	to	circumcise	their	sons	on	the	eighth	day.	Besides	this	command	to	circumcise	a	son	on	the	eighth	day	of	his	life,	there	are	no	further	instructions	about	circumcision,	where	or	by	whom	it	should	take	place,	what	instruments	to	use,	or	what	words	to	say	during	the	ritual.	Given	the	symbolic	
                                                        17	specifically,	see	Sean	E.	McEvenue,	The	Narrative	Style	of	the	Priestly	Writer	(AnBib	21;	Rome:	Pontifical	Biblical	Institute,	1971),	esp.	19.	In	Hermann	Gunkel’s	view,	circumcision	is	for	P	“one	of	the	most	important	commandments	of	the	law”	(Genesis	[trans.	M.	Biddle;	Macon,	GA:	Mercer	University	Press,	1997],	265).	See	also	McEvenue,	The	Narrative	Style	of	the	Priestly	Writer,	178;	Stanley	Gervitz,	“Circumcision	in	the	Biblical	Period,”	in	Berit	Mila	in	the	Reform	Context	(ed.	L.	M.	Barth;	Los	Angeles:	Berit	Mila	Board,	1990),	93–103	(102).	
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importance	of	blood	in	the	Priestly	worldview,2	as	well	as	cross-culturally,3	one	might	expect	some	descriptions	or	prescriptions	on	what	to	do	with	the	unavoidable	yet	potentially	symbolic	blood	of	circumcision.	Yet,	there	are	none.	Most	would	quickly	agree	that	circumcision	is	a	kind	of	ritual,	yet	its	praxis	is	not	described	in	














































Genesis	17	9	Then	God	said	to	Abraham,	“As	for	you,	you	shall	keep	my	covenant,	you	 and	 your	 offspring	 after	 you22	 throughout	 their	 generations.	 10	




This	is	my	covenant	that	you	will	keep	between	me	and	you	and	your	offspring	after	you:	Circumcise	every	male	among	you.	11	You	will	be	circumcised	in	the	flesh	of	your	foreskins,	and	it	will	be	a	sign	of	the	covenant	between	me	and	you.	12	Eight-day	olds	must	be	circumcised	among	 you.	 Every	 male	 throughout	 your	 generations,	 born	 in	 your	household	or	bought	with	money	from	any	foreigner	who	is	not	from	your	offspring—13	he	must	definitely	be	circumcised,	the	one	born	in	your	house	or	bought	with	your	money.	So	my	covenant	will	be	in	your	flesh	 as	 an	 everlasting	 covenant.	 14	 And	 the	 uncircumcised	 male,	whose	foreskin	is	not	circumcised,	will	be	cut	off	from	his	people;	he	has	broken	my	covenant.”		Although	Priestly	literature	is	most	commonly	associated	with	legal	material,	with	its	focus	on	ritual,	purity,	and	genealogy,	it	also	contains	a	significant	amount	of	narrative	as	well,	reflecting	the	greater	Pentateuch’s	combination	of	both	legal	and	narrative	portions.23	One	of	the	most	significant	narrative	portions	in	the	Priestly	literature	is	Gen	17.	By	most	accounts,	Gen	17	is	the	first	and	most	complete	standalone	narrative	Priestly	passage	in	Genesis.	The	Flood	account	in	Gen	6–9	is	commonly	regarded	as	the	most	extensive	Priestly	footprint	in	Genesis,	but	it	is	






                                                        24	There	is	scholarly	debate	as	to	whether	the	Priestly	literature	as	a	whole	is	a	coherent	document	or	an	extensive	redactional	layer.	Frank	Moore	Cross	characterizes	P	as	a	“systematizing	expansion”	(i.e.,	redactional	layer)	of	an	already	existent	national	epic	JE	(“The	Priestly	Work,”	in	Canaanite	Myth	and	Hebrew	Epic	[Cambridge,	MA:	Harvard	University	Press,	1997],	293–325	[294]).	Cross’s	fundamental	argument	is	that	P	omits	narrative	material	that	is	presumed	by	or	important	for	P’s	overall	story.	For	example,	P	does	not	deal	with	humanity’s	sin	before	the	flood;	it	presupposes	human	sin	(Gen	6:13)	but	allows	JE	to	tell	the	story	of	human	violence.	Surprisingly,	P	also	lacks	an	account	of	the	covenant	ceremony	at	Sinai,	meaning	that	the	Priestly	redactor	assumed	it	would	be	known	from	the	JE	form	of	the	story.	On	the	other	hand,	Ernest	W.	Nicholson,	following	the	tradition	of	Julius	Wellhausen,	argues	that	P	is	an	independent	and	continuous	narrative	source	that	is	later	redacted	with	JE	(The	Pentateuch	in	the	Twentieth	Century	[Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	1998],	196–221).	His	primary	argument	is	that	if	P	were	simply	a	redactor,	then	he	would	not	have	left	so	much	JE	material	that	contradicts	his	own	views.	See	also	Emerton,	“The	Priestly	Writer	in	Genesis,”	381–400;	Nicholson,	“P	as	an	Originally	Independent	Source	in	the	Pentateuch,”	IBS	10	(1980):	192–206.	However,	it	seems	that	ancient	redactors	were	much	more	comfortable	with	“contradictions”	and	“inconsistencies”	within	their	texts,	perhaps	based	on	a	conservative	principle	of	preservation.	The	two	preceding	views	set	the	bounds	for	
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coherent	narrative	with	few	or	no	redactional	layers.25		
































                                                        35	Mark	G.	Brett,	“The	Priestly	Dissemination	of	Abraham,”	HBAI	3	(2014):	87–107	(90). 
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also	notes	that	this	phrase	“bought	with	money”	(Heb.	miqnat	kesep)	occurs	only	one	other	time	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	outside	of	Gen	17:	Exod	12:44.	That	verse	states	that	every	slave	“bought	with	money”	may	partake	of	the	Passover	after	he	has	been	circumcised.36	The	command	to	circumcise	is	incumbent	on	Abraham’s	entire	kinship	group	and	not	only	those	who	are	technically	of	his	zera‘.		 In	my	analysis	of	Josh	5:2–9	in	the	previous	chapter,	we	also	saw	how	circumcision	can	solidify	the	bonds	not	only	between	peoples	but	also	between	people	and	their	deity;	it	seems	that	this	is	true	in	Gen	17	as	well.	Circumcision	marks	people	as	part	of	Abraham’s	kinship	group,	yet	it	is	also	a	“sign	of	the	covenant”	that	marks	Abraham	(and	those	in	his	patrimonial	household)	as	loyal	to	Yahweh	and	part	of	his	kinship	group.37	Abraham’s	confirmation	as	vassal	to	the	Great	King	Yahweh	is	evidenced	by	his	name	change	in	Gen	17:5.	Wyatt	compares	Abram’s	name	change	to	Abraham	with	the	name	change	of	ancient	Near	Eastern	kings	during	royal	ascension	or	enthronement	rituals.	In	these	rituals,	the	king	





Exodus	12:43–49	43	Then	Yahweh	said	to	Moses	and	Aaron,	“This	 is	 the	statute	of	 the	Passover:	No	foreigner	shall	eat	it	[i.e.,	the	Passover	offering],	44	but	any	 slave	 who	 is	 bought	 with	 money	 may	 eat	 it	 after	 you	 have	circumcised	him.	45	No	sojourner	or	hired	worker	may	eat	it.	46	It	will	be	eaten	 in	one	house;	you	shall	not	 take	any	of	 the	meat	out	of	 the	house,	and	you	shall	not	break	its	bones.	47	The	whole	congregation	of	




Israel	shall	keep	it.	48	And	if	a	stranger	lives	with	you	and	keeps	the	Passover	to	Yahweh,	 let	every	male	 in	his	household	be	circumcised.	Then	he	may	come	near	and	keep	it;	he	will	be	as	a	native	of	the	land.	But	no	one	who	is	uncircumcised	may	eat	of	it.	49	There	is	one	law	for	the	native	and	for	the	stranger	who	lives	among	you.		In	the	Priestly	account	of	the	institution	of	the	Passover	meal	in	the	book	of	Exodus,	no	uncircumcised	male	is	to	eat	of	the	Passover	meal,	whether	native	or	foreigner.	Exodus	12:43–49	establishes	the	law	(Heb.	ḥuqqā[h])	of	the	Passover	meal	and	makes	distinctions	between	the	nēkār	(‘foreigner’),	tôšāb	(‘sojourner’),	and	śākîr	(‘hired	worker’)	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	‘ebed	(‘slave’)	and	gēr	(‘stranger’)	on	the	other	hand.	There	are	two	important	points	to	notice:	(1)	No	uncircumcised	person	may	eat	of	the	Passover	meal	(Exod	12:48).	(2)	Both	the	‘ebed	and	gēr	may	be	circumcised	and	partake	of	the	Passover	if	they	so	desire,	but	this	option	is	foreclosed	to	the	nēkār,	tôšāb,	and	śākîr.	What,	then,	is	the	rationale	that	prohibits	uncircumcised	males	from	eating	of	the	Passover,	and	why	are	there	different	rules	for	these	two	sets	of	males?		 Brett	believes	that	the	different	rules	for	the	two	sets	of	males	are	based	on	their	respective	durations	of	residence	within	the	community.40	In	this	interpretation,	whereas	the	‘ebed	and	gēr	are	long-term	residents	of	the	community,	the	nēkār,	tôšāb,	and	śākîr	fail	to	meet	this	residence	requirement.	The	gēr	lives	(Heb.	gwr;	Exod	12:48,	49)	among	the	Israelites,	while	there	is	no	mention	of	this	with	respect	to	the	nēkār	or	the	śākîr.	Brett’s	explanation,	however,	is	incomplete.	




                                                        41	For	more	on	the	gēr	in	the	Hebrew	Bible,	see	Christophe	Bultmann,	Der	Fremde	im	
antiken	Juda:	eine	Untersuchung	zum	sozialen	Typenbegriff	"ger"	und	seinem	
Bedeutungswandel	in	der	alttestamentlichen	Gesetzgebung	(FRLANT	153;	Göttingen:	Vandenhoeck	&	Ruprecht,	1992);	José	E.	Ramirez	Kidd,	Alterity	and	Identity	in	Israel:	




                                                        nor	from	Levi	or	Benjamin,	but	those	other	remnants	of	the	twelve	tribes	who	had	been	defeated	and	scattered	by	invaders	and	who	still	lived	in	Canaan	during	and	after	the	exile	in	Babylon.	His	special	status	at	law	would	be	precisely	that	he	was	neither	a	foreigner	nor	a	Jew”	(“The	Stranger	in	the	Bible,”	EJS	35	[1994]:	283–98	[286,	n.	1]). 
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that	he	is	bestowing	upon	his	people.	The	Passover	meal	is	explicitly	identified	as	a	“sacrifice”	(Heb.	zebaḥ).	When	prompted	by	later	generations	to	explain	the	meaning	of	the	Passover	meal,	Moses	commands	the	people	to	respond,	“It	is	the	sacrifice	(Heb.	zebaḥ)	of	Yahweh’s	Passover,	for	he	passed	over	the	houses	of	the	people	of	Israel	in	Egypt,	when	he	struck	the	Egyptians	but	spared	our	houses”	(Exod	12:27).	In	the	previous	chapter,	we	noted	the	close	connection	between	the	Passover	and	circumcision.	One	common	explanation	for	the	association	between	circumcision	and	Passover	in	Josh	5	is	that	they	are	both	“the	divinely	ordained	preparation	for	going	to	war	against	the	combined	might	of	all	the	kings	[of	Canaan].”43	Yet,	this	explanation	regarding	the	pairing	of	circumcision	and	Passover	fails	to	appreciate	the	underlying	connection	between	circumcision	and	Passover.	On	the	one	hand,	William	H.	Propp	believes	that	the	connection	between	circumcision	and	Passover	is	ancient	and	original.	He	writes,	“It	is	likely,	then,	that	both	the	Passover	laws	of	P	and	the	Gilgal	pericope	in	Joshua	derive	from	a	premonarchic	cult	at	Gilgal	featuring	periodic	mass	circumcision	at	the	Hill	of	Foreskins	as	a	prelude	to	the	Passover.”44	On	the	other	hand,	many	scholars	












                                                        See	Blenkinsopp,	“Structure	of	P,”	CBQ	38	(1976):	275–92,	esp.	288–9.	In	its	final	form,	however,	and	in	its	relationship	with	Josh	5:2–9,	it	seems	to	echo	the	connection	also	found	in	Exod	12.	
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be	circumcised.	4	Then	she	shall	remain	in	the	blood	of	her	purification	for	thirty-three	days.	She	shall	not	touch	any	holy	thing	nor	enter	into	the	sanctuary,	until	the	days	of	her	purification	are	complete.	5	But	if	she	bears	a	female	child,	then	she	shall	be	unclean	for	two	weeks,	as	during	 her	 menstruation.	 And	 she	 shall	 remain	 in	 the	 blood	 of	 her	purification	for	sixty-six	days.	6	And	when	the	days	of	her	purification	are	complete,	whether	 for	a	son	or	a	daughter,	she	shall	bring	to	 the	priest	at	the	entrance	of	the	tent	of	meeting	a	lamb	a	year	old	for	a	burnt	offering,	and	a	pigeon	or	a	turtledove	for	a	sin	offering,	7	and	he	shall	offer	it	before	Yahweh	and	make	atonement	for	her.	Then	she	shall	be	clean	from	the	flow	of	her	blood.	This	is	the	law	for	her	who	bears	a	child,	either	male	or	female.	8	If	she	cannot	afford	a	lamb,	then	she	shall	take	two	turtledoves	or	two	pigeons,	one	for	a	burnt	offering	and	the	other	for	a	sin	offering.	And	the	priest	shall	make	atonement	for	her,	and	she	shall	be	clean.		Leviticus	12	is	ostensibly	concerned	with	matters	of	ritual	purity	surrounding	childbirth,	which	would	seem	to	be	a	natural	context	in	which	to	discuss	circumcision,	but	the	reference	to	circumcision	in	Lev	12	is	both	brief	and	unadorned.	Leviticus	12:3	is	the	only	explicit	law	in	the	Priestly	legal	codes	concerning	circumcision:	“On	the	eighth	day,	the	flesh	of	his	foreskin	shall	be	circumcised.”	The	command	for	eighth-day	circumcision	is	so	brief	that	some	question	whether	it	should	even	be	treated	as	part	of	the	passage	and	prefer	to	view	it	as	more	of	a	parenthetical	aside	that	is	only	obliquely	related	to	its	surrounding	material.	In	this	view,	Lev	12:3	is	an	outlier,	and	Lev	12	is	only	about	childbirth	and	not	circumcision.	Is	Lev	12,	as	Bernat	claims,	“patently	unrelated	to	circumcision,”47	or	is	there	a	reason	why	the	injunction	to	circumcise	sons	on	the	eighth	day	is	nestled	within	this	passage	centered	on	issues	of	female	purity?	













































                                                        Exodus	24,	3–8,”	ZAW	101	(1989):	366–90;	David	Janzen,	The	Social	Meanings	of	
Sacrifice	in	the	Hebrew	Bible	(New	York:	Walter	de	Gruyter,	2004). 
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groundwork	had	already	been	present	before	the	exile.	In	chapter	1,	I	argued	for	the	possibility	that	the	exile	may	not	have	been	as	cataclysmic	to	ritual	practices	as	sometimes	thought;	maybe	everything	did	not	change	overnight.	Circumcision	seems	to	demonstrate	continuity	before	and	after	the	exile;	perhaps	the	Sabbath	does	too.		 	
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